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Abstract
There is a prevalent tendency among Japanese to be skeptical towards medical transplantations of 
vital organs, especially when their donors should be so-called ‘brain-dead’ persons. This is 
because it does not necessarily have to be the brain which (alone) ensures a person's identity and 
also because the ‘foreign’ parts in the receiver's body can endanger his or her integrity (cf. Ohnuki-
Tierney 1994). This may indicate an understanding of the body as a compact and bounded entity, 
however a lot of Japanese anime movies and series offer a rather different picture. First, the 
differences between animal, human, vegetal or mechanical bodies are fluid and unsteady, so they 
change both their form and substance, and second, the bodies seem to flow between material, 
virtual, and dream realities without any apprehensible anchoring.
This paper aims to propose an integrated understanding of these two techno-socio-cultural 
phenomena by using some of the philosophical approaches that draw on both Japanese and 
Western traditions. The philosopher Ichikawa Hiroshi describes various types of the body: some of 
them are not limited by the skin but rather represent a structure or a network intimately connected 
to their environment, other bodies included. The philosopher Yuasa Yasuo treats the well-known 
problems of subjectivity and body-mind unity but instead of taking this unity as the point of 
departure and then explaining it, he sees it as a possible goal of bodily techniques inspired by 
Buddhist meditation practice.
Thus it seems that not only is the subject fundamentally embodied (as for example in the 
phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty) but most importantly, it appears to be able to absorb 
and integrate into itself anything (both biological and mechanical) from its environment, and 
change with it. I will argue that this way of thinking can offer some alternatives to the highly 
individualistic Western milieu and could even be a better departure for responding to environmental 
issues while more justly treating all possible relations and connections between different people, 
biological species, and other entities.
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1. Transplantations in Japan
In Japan, there has until recently been a very strict law dating from 1997 concerning the donation 
of organs. Not only was it an opt-out instead of an opt-in systemi but there was also a restriction 
with regard to age (15 years old), and family consent was necessary. This changed with the law of 
2010: there is now an opt-out system but there continues to be a considerable shortage of organ 
donors. (Egawa et al. 2012)
Scholars usually agree on four main causes for the fact that organ transplantations are not 
particularly popular among the Japanese: The first possible reason is the first Japanese heart 
transplantation, which was performed on Hokkaido in 1968 (only one year after the first semi-
successful human heart transplantation in the world). It is known as the ‘Wada case’ and it 
provoked a scandal because the patient died not long after the operation and the surgeon was 
later accused of murdering both the donor (it was later revealed that the declaration of the donor's 
death before removing the heart might have not been entirely justifiable) and the patient (whose 
own heart may not have been in such a bad state). Thus the public has often perceived organ 
transplantations as a mere means of career advancement for doctors instead of the regular 
treatment for the patient's sake. (Lock 1999)
The second problem is that of gift exchange. The infinite gratitude saved people feel towards the 
dead donors is always psychologically problematic (Varela 2001) but the sophisticated system of 
gift exchange in Japan and the impossibility of the enormous gift of a vital organ to fit into it makes 
this problem almost unsolvable. (Ohnuki-Tierney 1994)
The two last usually discussed factors are differing approaches to bodily integrity and brain death. 
These are interconnected and I will focus on them more. In Japan, the identity of a person is 
usually understood as a complete body (五体 – gotai – five body parts) compared to the Western 
concept where identity is situated in the head, that is in rationality. So for some people, the organ 
transplant is an unnatural rationalization which comes from the West. The emphasis on bodily 
integrity can be also supported by anthropological evidence like the lack of interest in ear-piercing, 
never adopting foot binding from China, etc. Even though the fact of having someone else's organ 
in one's own body is surely an unusual experience for most people regardless of the culture he or 
she feels to be part of (Nancy 2008), the Japanese seem to see it as especially problematic. (Lock 
1999; Ohnuki-Tierney 1994)
The notion of brain death is related to this. If personhood is distributed in the whole body, why 
should a person be dead if it is ‘only’ his or her brain that does not work? Brain-dead people still 
have a lot of traits which are associated with life: a brain-dead person usually has a normal skin 
color, is warm, their heart is beating, their digestion works, they can even deliver a child (e.g. 
Kinoshita et al. 2015). Personhood is not necessarily located in the brain exclusively, so the fact 
that the brain itself is dead does not have to indicate the death of the person. All this is again set to 
be connected to Western rationalization: when it comes to stating brain death, relatives have to 
rely on proclamations of experts educated in Western science. To continue with life support thus 
does not have to mean only the unnecessary expenses spent on already dead people. Instead, it is 
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the prolongation of life or the natural way of dying slowly rather than one moment of declaration of 
(brain) death and then turning off the machine. To pay for the life support is also seen as the family 
members' manifestation of gratitude towards their (older) relatives and future ancestors.
2. Anime
We have seen that although the situation has been changing lately, a general distrust towards the 
notion of brain death and transplantations in general is still prevalent. However, probably 
everybody who has ever seen some anime, i.e. Japanese animated movies or series that are 
extremely popular both inside and outside of the country, knows that deformations and 
reformations of space and human or humanoid bodies in particular are very common themes. 
These can be connected to some Western scholars as well. Donna Haraway in her famous 
‘Cyborg Manifesto’ from 1985 describes three dichotomies typical for our Western type of thinking 
which, according to her, it is now high time to abandon: human/animal, organism/machine, 
physical/nonphysical. (Haraway 2016) Many anime cross all of these three boundaries. The 
human/animal can be seen in the internationally renowned work of the director Miyazaki Hayao, 
but for me, the other two boundaries are more interesting. The famous anime Ghost in the Shell 
(Oshii 1995) is about a state employee, the cyborg Major Kusanagi whose only organic part is a 
small piece of a brain and she therefore longs for exploring a mysterious identity with which she 
feels to have a lot in common. The entity is not only entirely artificial (i.e. without any organic part), 
but most importantly, it originated in virtual space (so it does not have a fixed material identity) and 
came into existence solely on its own. In one of the scenes, the major, inspired by the questions 
the cyberspace entity provoked, talks about her own personality and the problem of identity in 
general:
“We can quit but we'd have to give back our cyborg parts and augmented brains to the 
government. All components that make me up as an individual. There are countless ingredients 
that make up the human body and mind. A face and voice to distinguish oneself from others, the 
hand you see when you wake up, your childhood memories and feelings about your future. And 
that's not all. There's also the ability to access vast amounts of information from an infinite network 
… All of that blends to create a mixture that forms me, and gives rise to my conscience.”
In the screenshot (Figure 1), there is 
Kusanagi trying to get access to the cyber 
entity. Her body is falling apart, which she 
does not care about and probably also 
does not feel. After that, she managed to 
merge with the cyber entity and with 
cyberspace.
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Figure 1
Major Kusanagi is an elevated organic form – part human, part machine, as all of us are to some, 
even if to a lesser extent.ii  Another type of machine–person mergings are mechas – big robots in 
human shapes controlled from inside by a person, usually used for fighting or sometimes for work. 
In Neon Genesis Evangelion (Anno et al., 1995–1996), there is an extraterrestrial invasion of 
battling angels coming successively and the only way to fight against them are mechas with 
teenagers controlling them from the inside. In order to be able to do this, the chosen children have 
to synchronize with them: they enter the machine and after a while, their movements are directly 
reflected in the movements of the mechas. Many problems arise precisely from these connections: 
connections are either too strong – so the mechas are impossible to disconnect – or too weak – so 
they start to act on their own, etc. 
In Figure 2, there are two mechas: one of them is going 
berserk because it is infected by the angels, the other 
one was deliberately disconnected from a boy's body, 
after the boy refused to fight the first one because of a 
child being inside of it. Then this mecha in a ‘dummy 
mode’, that is controlled by auto-pilot, tore the infected 
mecha into pieces. You can see that the ‘dying’ mecha 
actually resembles a living body with all the blood and 
flesh flying around.
My last example of anime with uncanny connections is Paprika (Kon, 2006) in which dream time-
space and conventional reality merge through a technical device called DC Mini. It is a device 
developed for medical uses, which enables to share dreams with other persons. Its prototype has 
been stolen and misused and consequently a horror-like dream of one of the characters starts 
leaking into the city. Nevertheless, it is exactly thanks to these semipermeable boundaries and 
vaguely defined relations between the main character Dr. Chiba and her dream alter ego called 
Paprika, that it was possible to bring the city back to normal. 
In Figure 3, Dr. Chiba is seen as split 
between herself and Paprika, and on 
the contrary, the two main antagonists 
are seen as combined in one body and 
fighting each other.
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Figure 2
Figure 3
3. Conclusions
We see that when it comes to transplantations, the Japanese are against breaking bodily 
boundaries, whereas in anime, it happens very often – and not always in an utterly negative way. It 
needn't be such a contradiction after all: it is almost a cliché by now that if an anthropologist finds 
out about a strict rule, it often means that there is something dangerous to be taken care of. 
Ohnuki-Tierney (1994) for example writes that the boundary between monkeys and humans in 
Japan is not so strict which may be one of the reasons why the Japanese are careful about animal 
transplants. By contrast, in the West there is an insurmountable difference between humans and 
animals, wherefore an animal implant cannot endanger our (mostly psychological) identity. The 
anime thus show the possibilities and risks related to permeable bodies, that is: with bodily 
changes come also substantial changes in personal identity. Whereas in the West, consciousness 
is mostly seen as independent of the body and more or less constant.
One of the approaches that can help, is the philosophy of the French phenomenologist Maurice 
Merleau-Ponty. He sees the subject and the Self as fundamentally emerging from the body: the 
Self is the embodied subject. However, the felt body does not have to always be identical to the 
actual biological body – for example the white cane used by the visually impaired can work as a full 
replacement of a bodily part; on the other hand, people often experience the phenomenon of a 
phantom limb.iii (Merleau-Ponty 1945) But Merleau-Ponty still considered the body and the subject 
to be a compact entity.
Yuasa Yasuo, a Japanese philosopher of the second half of the 20th century, took a very different 
approach. While making use of Western phenomenology and connecting it to the Japanese 
philosophical but also practical tradition, he inverted the argument: Westerners are quite used to 
taking the unity of body and soul and the compactness of the self in general for granted but rather 
than the point of departure, it can be the goal to achieve – by meditation, or other holistic 
exercises. (Yuasa 1987)
Another approach is that proposed by Ichikawa Hiroshi: in his book The Body as Spirit (1975), he 
ultimately seeks to elevate the body to become spirit but rather than two entities that are or are not 
closely connected, he sees them as the two extremes of the same phenomenon. We should strive 
for harmony, but this does not mean that our bodily personhood has been one and indivisible since 
ever and will be so forever. He introduces many types of the body divided into two classes: The 
body as phenomenon – the body as itself, as object, subject, or as seen by me through the eyes of 
the other – and the body as structure – oriented towards the environment. Some types of the body 
(especially from the second class) reach beyond the skin. Through the integration of all (the) bodily 
versions, one can achieve unity – but not of the body and mind as separate entities but of the body 
as spirit. (Nagatomo 1986; Ozawa-De Silva 2002)
Among Western scholars, among the closest one to these ways of thinking may be Annemarie Mol, 
who writes about the body multiple, that is – a body that is more than one but less than many (Mol 
2002). Our usual problem is that we commonly think in the framework of either and or but some 
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contemporary Western scholars – for example in the tradition of ANT – and Japanese scholars 
who try to integrate Japanese and Western philosophy show us that everything can change and 
that there could be lots of layers or versions of reality and also our bodies.
The Japanese public may be more aware of it than the Western one and may need more time to 
come to terms with the newest medical technology coming from the West. But we also experience 
a lot of dissonance, both in relation to medical practice and outside of it. A more holistic approach 
towards ourselves and our milieu without sharp differentiations could also help us to behave more 
responsibly in relation to environmental issues. I propose to let this ‘Japanese-inspired’ multiple 
style of thinking into our lives – for academical, personal, and social reasons.
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Notes:
i This means that people are not considered to be potential organ donors automatically and they have to 
explicitly state their consent. A similar situation can for example be found in the United States or 
Germany. In the Czech Republic and in Austria (among others), there is by contrast the opt-out system.
ii This is Donna Haraway's claim in The Cyborg Manifesto and we can easily perceive it around us or feel it 
in ourselves: all human (and other) bodies are shaped by technology, starting with techniques of food 
preparation, wearing clothes most of the time, or repairs of body parts, such as teeth, joints etc.
iii A phantom limb is the sensation that a missing limb is still attached.
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